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Introduction
Policing is often portrayed as a rigidly hierarchical profession in which discipline and unquestioning obedience to orders prevail, a perception that Grint and Thornton (2015, p. 95) attribute to dominant leadership models that assume leaders should possess all the answers. They argue however, that the realities of operational police practice demand far greater nuance, as front‑line officers are routinely required to exercise discretion, apply personal judgement and make independent decisions without direct supervision. This makes it essential for officers to develop the confidence and capability to act autonomously, placing the real leadership challenge on the ability of those in senior roles to adapt their approach and deploy the most appropriate leadership style across diverse and shifting operational contexts (Grint & Thornton, 2015).
This essay will critically reflect on my own personal experiences and challenges within police leadership. These reflections will draw on situations encountered both as a follower and as a leader, assessing the impact each has had on my own professional development and on those I have led. I will examine the leadership styles adopted in each context, evaluating their suitability and effectiveness, while considering whether alternative approaches might have been more appropriate. Finally, I will explore potential leadership challenges that may arise in the future and reflect on strategies for addressing them.
To guide my reflections, I have chosen Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle. Its structure is well-suited to repeated experiences, enabling learning from both successes and challenges. The model comprises six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan (The University of Edinburgh, 2024). I will apply each stage to my experiences in police leadership, considering my role as both follower and leader, to evaluate outcomes, draw lessons, and develop strategies for future situations. 

Reflections as a follower
Early in my career as a patrol constable, I worked under an inspector whose leadership shaped my professional identity. His briefings were energising and inspiring, giving clear purpose to our work and reinforcing our responsibility to protect the community. His trademark phrase— “they’re our streets, not theirs”—created a great sense of positivity and confidence amongst the team, a powerful reminder that authority rested with us, not with those who sought to disrupt it. On the frontline he was consistently visible, offering guidance without taking over, and encouraging us to make decisions independently. This trust helped me attempt tasks I had previously avoided, such as conducting proactive vehicle stops alone, which led to arrests, recoveries, and a noticeable rise in team confidence.
At the time, I felt motivated, supported, and increasingly capable. His belief in us made me feel stronger and more assured in my judgement. The positive atmosphere he created fostered camaraderie and pride, and I found myself wanting to meet the expectations he set.
His approach had clear benefits; his presence reassured us, while his refusal to micromanage allowed us to grow. The team became more proactive, morale improved, and our results reflected this. However, I can now see that such a leadership style relies heavily on the leader’s personal influence, which Bass (1990) argues may not always translate effectively across different teams or contexts.
Interpreting this experience through leadership theory suggests that his approach aligned strongly with transformational leadership. Bass and Riggio (2006, p. 9) argue that transformational leaders elevate intrinsic motivation and encourage followers to exceed baseline expectations—an effect evident in the increased initiative and confidence within the team. Beech, et al (2015, p. 258) identify idealised influence, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration as core components of transformational leadership, all of which were reflected in his clear vision, rationale‑driven briefings, and personalised encouragement. Gill (2006, p. 50) further contends that transformational leadership involves a shared elevation of purpose between leader and follower, which was demonstrated through the team’s collective commitment to proactive policing.
His leadership also resonated with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, particularly the higher‑order needs of esteem and self‑actualisation. By fostering pride, autonomy, and a sense of ownership, he supported officers’ progression beyond compliance towards personal and professional growth (Stewart, et al., 2018). 
Nevertheless, the literature points to important constraints. Oshame and Maureen (2023, p. 1389) argue that transformational leadership can be less effective in rigid or time‑pressured environments, while Roe (2014, p. 136) and Bass and Riggio (2006, p. 21) warn that excessive charisma may create dependency, weaken critical thinking, or allow a leader’s authority to go unchallenged. Cockcroft (2014, p. 90) highlights how transformational leadership often sits uneasily within policing culture. He notes that frontline officers and senior leaders frequently view their roles differently, and that daily practice is shaped by transactional demands such as compliance, accountability and performance pressures. In this context, no single style can meet all organisational needs, leading Cockcroft (2014, p. 90) to advocate a situational approach that adapts across the hierarchy. Seen this way, the inspector’s leadership was highly effective for our team at that moment, but its impact was also shaped by the specific context, culture and his personal influence.
This experience showed me the importance of leadership that empowers rather than controls, while also revealing the limitations of relying too heavily on charisma or personal influence. Although the inspector’s impact was positive, it clarified that transformational leadership depends on recognising individual needs, motivating others, encouraging critical thinking and modelling expected behaviours (Roe, 2014, p. 140). It also strengthened my understanding of how to remain authentic without over‑relying on personal appeal, when transactional clarity and accountability are necessary, and why empowerment, trust and socialised rather than personal charisma matter (Bass & Riggio, 2006, pp. 21-23). By combining transformational motivation with sound judgement and appropriate transactional discipline, I aim to develop a leadership style that is credible, sustainable and suited to modern policing.

By contrast, the successor of this inspirational Inspector created a markedly different working environment. He was rarely visible, offered little direction, and failed to challenge poor behaviour. Instead of reinforcing the chain of command, he held informal meetings that encouraged criticism of sergeants, creating tension and confusion. As a result, morale deteriorated rapidly, sergeants became openly hostile toward one another, and several officers sought to leave the team. Briefings lacked clarity, objectives were vague, and the team operated without meaningful guidance or cohesion.
This shift in leadership had a significant emotional impact on me. Where I had previously felt valued and motivated, I now felt demoralised and frustrated. The absence of discipline, structure, and purpose left me feeling isolated, and the momentum built under the previous Inspector quickly faded. My motivation declined as tasks lost meaning and opportunities for development disappeared. I became increasingly passive, withdrawing from proactive work I had once embraced. Observing younger colleagues lose confidence intensified my frustration further. 
The negative impact of this Inspector’s leadership was evident. His lack of visibility and failure to address misconduct created uncertainty and falling standards. Team cohesion broke down, morale declined and performance weakened. Whereas the previous Inspector encouraged growth and initiative, his successor’s approach led to stagnation and disengagement. The contrast of these experiences underscored how profoundly leadership style shapes team culture, motivation and operational effectiveness.
The successor’s behaviour aligns closely with Walsh and Vito’s (2018, p. 100) concept of incompetent leadership and Bass and Riggio’s (2006, p. 18) description of laissez‑faire leadership, with his withdrawal from responsibility, failure to challenge misconduct, and reluctance to resolve conflict reflecting a passive and ineffective approach. Gill (2006, p. 51) argues that laissez‑faire leadership barely qualifies as leadership at all, as it involves avoiding decisions, neglecting problems, and disengaging from organisational processes—precisely the behaviours observed in this case.
However, the literature also acknowledges that laissez‑faire leadership is not inherently negative. Sharma and Singh (2013, pp. 29-31) and Mullins and Rees (2023, p. 316) note that it can be effective when teams are already high‑performing and capable of autonomous decision‑making. In such contexts, minimal direction can empower staff and encourage innovation. Yet they caution that laissez‑faire is often misinterpreted as indifference or avoidance of responsibility, which undermines accountability and leaves followers unsupported (Mullins & Rees, 2023, p. 316). The Inspector’s behaviour clearly reflected this problematic form of laissez‑faire leadership, characterised by neglect rather than intentional delegation.
Comparing the two Inspectors shows how strongly leadership style shapes team performance. The first Inspector’s visible, ethical and empowering approach improved morale, cohesion and outcomes, while the second’s passive style allowed standards, confidence and unity to decline. These differences reflect Vroom’s (2013) Expectancy Theory: under the first Inspector, effort clearly led to success and recognition, whereas under the second, the effort–outcome link was weak, reducing motivation. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs also helps explain the contrast—one leader provided psychological safety, belonging and esteem, while the other left these needs unmet (Stewart, et al., 2018). Together, these insights reinforce that effective policing leadership requires presence, clarity, accountability and timely intervention, and that laissez‑faire indifference is especially harmful in environments where ethical conduct and firm guidance are essential.
As a leader, I plan to apply these lessons by staying visible, giving clear direction and addressing poor behaviour promptly and constructively. I will delegate with purpose and support, avoiding the laissez‑faire pitfalls identified by Bass and Riggio (2006, p. 18). My aim is to build cohesion through transparent communication, uphold accountability and recognise good performance to sustain morale. By balancing empowerment with structure, and inspiration with ethical practice, I aim to create an environment where officers feel valued, confident and motivated, strengthening both wellbeing and operational effectiveness.

Later in my career, when I moved into CID, I worked under a Detective Inspector whose leadership style contrasted sharply with my previous experiences. His authority was exercised almost exclusively through positional power, and he maintained strict control through the chain of command rather than through direct engagement with officers. Communication flowed downward via sergeants who themselves appeared apprehensive about challenging him, creating a culture in which instructions were expected to be followed without deviation. This hierarchical approach was mirrored by senior ranks above him, embedding a long‑standing culture of rigid control within the department.
As a new constable in CID, I found his presence intimidating. Updating him on cases caused anxiety, especially after seeing colleagues reduced to tears. The atmosphere felt tense and unforgiving, and I was under constant pressure to meet expectations. Although his style enforced discipline, it left me feeling fearful rather than motivated. My apprehension made me cautious, hesitant to take initiative and reluctant to suggest alternative investigative approaches.
His leadership style had both strengths and weaknesses. While his strict approach produced consistency and high standards—especially in complex investigations where precision mattered—it also carried a heavy emotional cost. Officers worked hard to avoid reprimand, but morale suffered, initiative declined and people operated defensively rather than creatively. I became increasingly risk‑averse, focusing on compliance over problem‑solving. Even praise felt mixed, combining pride with relief, which reinforced pressure rather than genuine motivation.
Reflecting on this experience through leadership theory, it is clear that the Detective Inspector’s approach aligned with authoritarian leadership. Pizzolito et al. (2022, pp. 841-842) and Mullins and Rees (2023, p. 316) describe this style as characterised by centralised power, strict control, and limited autonomy—features that were evident throughout his leadership style. Such leadership can be effective in high‑pressure environments requiring clarity and rapid decision‑making, which explains the consistency achieved in complex investigations (Pizzolito, et al., 2022). However, the literature also highlights its drawbacks: reduced morale, suppressed initiative, and disengagement (Pizzolito, et al., 2022). These consequences were visible within the team, where officers were reluctant to challenge decisions or think creatively. My own behaviour mirrored these patterns, as fear of reprimand overshadowed my willingness to take calculated risks or offer alternative perspectives. The culture therefore reflected both the strengths and limitations identified in the theoretical literature.
This experience highlighted the impact authoritarian leadership can have on both team dynamics and individual development. While it can enforce discipline and accountability, it also risks creating an environment where fear replaces motivation and compliance replaces initiative (Pizzolito, et al., 2022). I now recognise that high standards can be achieved without resorting to intimidation, and that leadership rooted solely in positional authority is ultimately unsustainable.
Going forward, I intend to adopt a leadership approach that balances discipline with support. I will remain visible and approachable, encouraging officers to exercise initiative while ensuring that expectations and accountability are clear. Delegation will be purposeful and accompanied by guidance, avoiding the ambiguity and fear associated with authoritarian styles. I will prioritise constructive feedback and recognition of achievements to sustain morale, and I will foster open communication to build psychological safety. By embedding these principles, I aim to create a culture where officers feel valued, confident, and empowered, enabling both high performance and long‑term engagement.

Taken together, these three experiences show how contrasting leadership styles shape officers’ progression through Maslow’s hierarchy of needs  (Stewart, et al., 2018) and the motivational pathways described in Vroom’s (2013) expectancy theory. The first Inspector’s transformational approach supported higher‑order needs such as esteem and self‑actualisation, strengthening the expectancy links between effort, performance and meaningful rewards (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Vroom, 2013).  In contrast, the successor’s laissez‑faire indifference undermined even basic needs for safety and belonging, breaking the motivational chain and leaving officers disengaged (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Stewart, et al., 2018). The authoritarian leadership in CID maintained discipline and basic security through rigid hierarchy and fear, preserving only minimal expectancy connections while restricting autonomy, esteem and intrinsic motivation (Pizzolito, et al., 2022; Vroom, 2013). Collectively, these examples indicate that although authoritarian and laissez‑faire styles may secure short‑term compliance or structural order (Mullins & Rees, 2023; Bass & Riggio, 2006) sustained effectiveness in policing relies on transformational leadership that empowers officers, aligns effort with valued outcomes, and supports progression toward higher‑order psychological needs (Gill, 2006). 

Reflections as a leader
My first reflection as a leader concerns an interaction with a constable during a robbery investigation while I was the night Detective Inspector. After issuing investigative instructions, I later received a call from the attending officer who opened with, “Hiya mate… what do you want me to do?” I reacted with frustration, interpreting the informality as poor discipline and the question as a lack of basic competence. Already managing several incidents, I responded abruptly and asked him to call back more professionally. When he did, he apologised and explained that his Sergeant had directed him to seek guidance and that he was inexperienced and genuinely unsure how to manage the scene. Once I understood this, I provided the necessary advice, but the incident prompted me to reflect on whether my initial approach had been effective.
Policing is a disciplined profession with a clear rank structure, and I have always used appropriate decorum when seeking guidance from senior officers. I would not address them informally or expect them to “tell me what to do.” My reaction in this situation aligned with the Authoritarian leadership style described by Pizzolito et al. (2022, pp. 841-842), relying on hierarchy and demanding compliance. This response was likely influenced by my earlier experiences in CID, where the prevailing leadership style from the DI was authoritarian and rigid. That environment shaped my instinctive approach to this officer.
At the same time, I may have held unrealistic expectations of the patrol team’s knowledge and confidence. Many officers are young and inexperienced (Surrey Police Federation, 2023), and without immediate supervision they may feel uncertain about how to act. My role should have been to provide guidance and reassurance, and on reflection I could have shown greater patience. I also misjudged the officer’s motives in asking me to “tell him what to do.” McGregor’s (2006) Theory X and Theory Y highlight how leaders’ assumptions about human behaviour shape their responses. My instinctive reaction reflected a Theory X mindset—assuming reluctance or incapacity on the officer’s part. A Theory Y perspective, by contrast, would have interpreted his request as a need for reassurance and support rather than avoidance of responsibility. This distinction illustrates how underlying assumptions influence leadership style: Theory X fosters compliance, while Theory Y builds motivation through trust and empowerment (McGregor, 2006).
Saur (2012) argues that high‑status leaders are often more effective when adopting a participative style, as their authority allows them to share power without weakening their position. Conversely, low‑status leaders may rely on a directive approach to reinforce their authority (Sauer, 2012). As a newly promoted Inspector, I may still have perceived myself as low status and therefore leaned towards a directive style to strengthen my credibility.
I still believe it was appropriate to address the issue of discipline, but I recognise that my response relied too heavily on positional authority. Kippenberger (2002, p. 8) warns leaders to adapt without creating a false identity, emphasising that leadership is rooted in moral integrity rather than popularity. He argues authenticity matters—followers quickly detect insincerity, so leaders must act consistently with their values. Adair (2009, p. 32) likewise contends that effective leaders must strike a balance between firmness and fairness, emphasising that leadership is grounded less in formal authority and more in personal qualities such as enthusiasm and integrity. Without these qualities, Adair (2009, p. 33) argues that leader’s risk simply holding the position rather than truly leading. My response, while principled, lacked the fairness and enthusiasm that build genuine influence. I emphasised my rank more than the expertise and guidance I was expected to provide. 
I also failed to meet the officer’s underlying psychological needs. Maslow’s hierarchy highlights that belonging is fostered through a positive, inclusive culture; esteem is built through recognition, trust, and opportunities that affirm competence; and self‑actualisation requires leaders to enable growth through meaningful work and development. These needs are interdependent—neglecting one weakens the others (Stewart, et al., 2018). In this case, my emphasis on discipline and authority overlooked the officer’s need for belonging and esteem. By not providing reassurance or recognition, I risked undermining his motivation and limiting his potential for growth.
I continue to reflect on this incident with some regret about my initial response. While it was appropriate to address how I was spoken to, I would now take a more constructive approach—seeking first to understand what specific guidance an officer requires and why, rather than assuming they already know what to do. My responsibility is not only to ensure officers receive the advice they need, but also to help them learn and apply that knowledge independently, rather than becoming overly reliant on others. Going forward, I aim to balance authority with patience, support, and participative leadership, ensuring that my actions build confidence, competence, and trust within my team.

A further leadership challenge emerged when I acted as deputy SIO during a kidnap investigation. Although the SIO retained overall command, I was responsible for directing my team and coordinating the response. When partner agencies suggested a possible identification from CCTV, the individual located denied being the hostage, yet the SIO remained convinced they were lying and considered arresting them. I was unconvinced and initiated an alternative line of enquiry, which ultimately identified the real hostage who was found safe. While the outcome was positive, the incident exposed the risks created by hierarchy, authority and my own hesitation to challenge a senior officer.
I felt significant internal conflict. I was uneasy about the SIO’s certainty and the risk of arresting an innocent person, yet their confidence and seniority made me doubt my own judgement. Fear of appearing incompetent, combined with policing’s hierarchical culture (Grint & Thornton, 2015, p. 98) reinforced my reluctance to speak up. My team, however, were looking to me to voice shared concerns, highlighting the tension between responsibility and deference.
Although the correct outcome was achieved, the situation showed how close we came to pursuing a flawed course of action. My reluctance to challenge the SIO contributed to that risk. Had the enquiry continued longer, an innocent person might have been arrested while the real hostage remained in danger—demonstrating how unchallenged compliance can undermine operational effectiveness and public safety.
Leadership theory helps explain these dynamics. Grint and Thornton’s (2015, p. 95) view of policing as a rigid hierarchy clarifies why obedience can overshadow independent judgement. The SIO’s unwavering belief resembled Great Man assumptions about innate authority (Spector, 2016) and I can now see how this influenced my own behaviour. Rather than evaluating the evidence objectively, I allowed positional power to shape my response. Walsh and Vito’s (2018, p. 100) description of rigid leadership—marked by inflexibility and resistance to alternative views—was also evident, increasing the risk of error. In contrast, servant leadership would have better supported the team’s concerns, though it can lack decisiveness in high‑pressure situations (Oshame & Maureen, 2023, p. 1390).
Northouse’s (2004, p. 3) distinction between position and personal power further clarifies the pressure to conform. The SIO relied heavily on positional authority, limiting dialogue and discouraging challenge. Goleman’s (1998, p. 1) emotional intelligence framework also applies: the SIO’s lack of self‑awareness and empathy reduced psychological safety, while my own empathy for the hostage and internal motivation helped me pursue the correct line of enquiry. Bolden’s (2004, p. 25) warning that both leaders and followers can become blind‑sighted by deference was clearly reflected in the team’s silence and my own hesitation.
De Clercq’s (2023, p. 1653) work on deference and unethical pro‑organisational behaviour (UPB) offers a valuable lens for understanding the situation. Excessive deference can lead individuals to support questionable decisions in what they believe to be the organisation’s best interests. In this case, the urgency, hierarchy and team compliance created conditions where accepting the SIO’s view felt easier than challenging it, even though the team and I doubted the credibility of the line of enquiry. By pursuing an alternative approach, I disrupted this pattern and prevented what could have become an indirect form of UPB.
This incident exposed a clear developmental need: my tendency to self‑silence around strong personalities. If unaddressed, this could undermine operational decision‑making and the psychological safety of those I lead. It also demonstrated how leadership theory is not abstract—it shapes how we interpret authority, how we behave under pressure and how easily critical thinking can be muted when hierarchy goes unchallenged.
Recognising this has strengthened my commitment to developing greater assertiveness, confidence and the ability to challenge constructively. Going forward, I will base challenge on evidence even when it feels uncomfortable, continue developing my emotional intelligence and create an environment where officers feel able to challenge me in return. By embedding these behaviours, I aim to move beyond rigid, positional leadership and adopt a more adaptive, inclusive approach that supports critical thinking, ethical decision‑making and public safety.

A final leadership situation I reflect on concerns an investigation into a stranger attack on a female student. With the suspect unidentified and posing an ongoing risk, I had to direct the team to identify and arrest him quickly while maintaining evidential integrity. The team were motivated but inexperienced, and the main challenge involved tracking the suspect through CCTV. Officers made real‑time decisions on the ground while I provided strategic oversight. At one point, I became concerned that they were drifting from the plan, risking delays and errors.
I felt a strong sense of urgency, knowing the public remained at risk, and was conscious of pressure from senior leaders for rapid progress. I also experienced tension between empowering the team and recognising their limited experience. Not being physically present created uncertainty about how much direction to give; too much control risked undermining initiative, while too little risked compromising the investigation.
Several elements were effective: the team recognised the seriousness of the incident, worked diligently, and the CCTV strategy provided clear direction. However, their inexperience meant they occasionally deviated from the plan, and the time‑critical nature of the incident limited collaborative decision‑making. Balancing autonomy and control proved challenging, and I intervened more frequently than anticipated.
This highlighted the need for situational leadership. Walsh and Vito (2018, p. 99) argue that leaders must adjust their style to the context. Here, urgency required directive leadership to maintain pace while inexperience required supportive behaviours to build confidence and reduce errors (Walsh & Vito, 2018, p. 83). Democratic leadership would have slowed progress in a high‑risk environment (MacKenzie, 2025, p. 17). Bass and Riggio’s (2006, p. 9) distinction between transactional and transformational leadership also helps explain my approach: transactional methods were less relevant, as motivation stemmed from public safety, while transformational elements — providing purpose, confidence and empowerment — were valuable but insufficient alone. A hybrid approach was necessary. Bass (1990, p. 20) warns that passive transactional leadership leads to mediocrity, reinforcing why waiting for mistakes before intervening would have been inappropriate. I also recognised the limits of these models; Oshame and Maureen (2023, p. 1390) note that situational leadership relies on accurately assessing competence, which is difficult under time pressure and that transformational leadership may lack decisiveness in urgent contexts (Oshame & Maureen, 2023, p. 1389). Walsh and Vito’s (2018, p. 99) emphasis on flexibility through situational leadership supports this, as they argue that no single style is universally effective—leaders must adapt to follower readiness and the demands of the situation.
Herzberg’s Two‑Factor Theory further illuminates the situation. According to Mullins and Rees (2023, p. 242), hygiene factors prevent dissatisfaction while motivators create genuine commitment. The clear plan and oversight acted as hygiene factors, providing stability in a high‑pressure environment. Motivation instead came from the purpose of protecting the public, the responsibility and autonomy officers had in making real‑time decisions, the recognition and reassurance I provided, and the developmental challenge of a complex enquiry. However, Herzberg’s model is limited in policing, where many hygiene factors — such as pay and conditions — are centrally controlled and the theory is better suited to routine work. Even so, it helped me focus on the aspects I could influence, particularly purpose, confidence and growth (Mullins & Rees, 2023, p. 244).
Team‑development theories also help explain the dynamics. Roe (2014, p. 273) notes that Tuckman’s stages and Woodcock’s team‑maturity models describe how teams build cohesion and effectiveness. Although motivated, my team’s inexperience meant they were not yet at a Performing or Mature stage. Signs of Storming appeared when they drifted from the plan, reflecting uncertainty around roles. By reinforcing objectives and supporting decision‑making, I helped move them towards Norming, consistent with Woodcock’s emphasis on clear procedures and trust (Roe, 2014, p. 273). Roe (2014, p. 274) also highlights that Tuckman assumes teams develop at the same pace, which rarely reflects reality. This was evident here, as differing experience levels and the urgency of the investigation disrupted linear progression. Even so, both models helped explain why the team needed more direction than expected and reinforced the value of adaptive leadership.
Overall, I believe I struck a workable balance between direction and empowerment, but the experience showed I should have set clearer expectations and decision‑making boundaries earlier. It also highlighted the need to check understanding more frequently with less‑experienced officers and reinforced the importance of balancing operational control with team development. In future, I will set parameters from the outset, build in structured check‑ins during fast‑moving enquiries, assess competence sooner and use reflective debriefs during the operation rather than waiting until the end.

Across these reflections, I have developed a clearer sense of how effective policing leadership relies on self‑awareness, critical thinking and adapting style to the situation. Each incident exposed different risks—dependence on rank, untested assumptions and the challenge of balancing direction with empowerment. Leadership theory helped me interpret these moments, emphasising psychological safety, evidence‑based judgement and flexible, situational approaches. Together, these insights strengthened my commitment to leading with authenticity and emotional intelligence, encouraging constructive challenge and supporting officer development. They also reinforced the value of continual reflection to improve both operational outcomes and the growth of those I lead.

Future challenges
Yarlagadda et al. (2017, p. 200) contend that police leaders are entering a period defined by unprecedented volatility across political, social and criminal justice spheres. They highlight how terrorism, cyber‑crime, shrinking budgets and rising accountability strain traditional command‑and‑control structures. Innes et al. (2023, p. 199) extend this by showing how the speed and decentralisation of social media undermine hierarchical communication systems, creating new forms of crime and new expectations for public engagement. Mulcahy and Orde (2015, p. 169) add a further layer, arguing that social and political fragmentation places enormous responsibility on senior leaders, whose decisions are increasingly scrutinised through the lens of globalised conflict and contested state legitimacy.
Walsh and Vito (2018, p. 393) reinforce these pressures by identifying austerity and reduced budgets as a major leadership challenge. They argue that financial constraints have forced many forces to reduce staffing, training and community services, requiring leaders to adopt long‑term strategic planning, prioritise outcomes and seek innovative, cost‑effective approaches. At the same time, they note that police organisations must recruit and retain a new generation of officers who are more independent, socially tolerant and motivated by altruism rather than financial reward. These characteristics, they argue, demand a shift away from autocratic, command‑driven supervision toward leadership styles that emphasise dialogue, mentoring and ethical guidance. Authentic leadership becomes particularly relevant here, as leaders’ values and behaviours strongly shape how officers interpret their roles and act within the organisation (Walsh & Vito, 2018, p. 394). 
Taken together, these perspectives illustrate a policing landscape shaped by pressures that make traditional command‑and‑control leadership increasingly unfit for purpose. The volatility, complexity and rapid information flows described by Yarlagadda et al. (2017) Innes et al. (2023) Mulcahy and Orde (2015) and Walsh and Vito (2018) point to an environment where rigid hierarchies cannot keep pace with operational and societal change. These conditions reflect the assumptions of situational leadership theories, which argue that leaders must adapt their approach to the demands of the moment rather than rely on fixed authority structures (Walsh & Vito, 2018, p. 99). The erosion of public trust (Yarlagadda, et al., 2017) and the decentralisation of communication channels (Innes, et al., 2023) further align with transformational leadership, where influence is built through values, vision and relationships rather than rank (Gill, 2006, p. 50). Walsh and Vito (2018, p. 394) further argue that the emergence of a more socially aware, autonomy‑driven workforce aligns closely with principles of self‑determination and authentic leadership, both of which emphasise ethical consistency, transparency and a clear moral purpose. Rowe’s (2006) ethnographic study of British police officers reinforces this point: leaders who maintained direct experience of, and ongoing ties to, frontline policing were regarded as the most credible and legitimate. In contrast, leaders who progressed through the ranks without such grounding were viewed with suspicion and struggled to gain acceptance (Rowe, 2006). Taken together, these insights suggest that contemporary expectations of leadership—within policing and across the wider workforce—centre on authenticity, moral alignment and demonstrable lived experience. 
The globalised nature of policing means failures abroad can quickly erode public confidence at home, heightening scrutiny and reinforcing the need for leadership rooted in legitimacy (Yarlagadda, et al., 2017, p. 200). Yarlagadda et al (2017) argue that this strengthens the case for purposeful, values‑driven leadership, where a clear vision, strong moral identity and genuine commitment to stakeholders enhance motivation and support ethical decision‑making. Evidence consistently links ethical leadership with better organisational outcomes, underscoring that integrity and moral clarity are essential for navigating the complex, interconnected challenges facing modern policing (Yarlagadda, et al., 2017).
Walsh and Vito (2018) note that financial pressures and the need for innovation make adaptive leadership increasingly important, particularly its focus on shared problem‑solving and collective responsibility. At the same time, ongoing controversies over the use of force and the treatment of minority communities continue to erode public trust and undermine police legitimacy. Rebuilding this trust has become an urgent, sustained priority for police leaders as social tensions persist and show little sign of easing (Walsh & Vito, 2018, p. 378).
Taken together, these pressures point toward the need for a new model of police leadership—one that can navigate complexity by drawing on transformational, authentic, adaptive and purposeful principles.

Conclusion 
Overall, the literature and my reflections point to a shared view of what effective police leadership now requires. Rapid organisational and societal change—driven by austerity, workforce instability, technological disruption and widening social divides—calls for leaders who can adapt across multiple leadership approaches. My Gibbs reflections show this in practice: influence came from self‑awareness, ethical consistency and balancing guidance with support, rather than rigid command. Walsh and Vito’s (2018, p. 83) point that “leadership is most effective when it is aware of the need and expectation of subordinates” aligns with these experiences. Research and reflection also suggest that the traditional hierarchical model described by Grint and Thornton (2015) is no longer sufficient. Instead, visibility, clear expectations, empowerment and psychological safety are now central to legitimacy and trust. Modern policing therefore requires leaders who pair clarity with compassion, authority with humility and the flexibility to adapt their style to the situation—an approach I aim to adopt in my future leadership practice.
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